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Three Christmases
Shannon Buford
Allow me to warm your heart with holiday tales 
of  overpriced toys, disappointed youngsters, 
and dying dogs. 
❆❆❆
Joy to the World, I Got Great Stuff
Most civilized humans measure the passage of  
time by days and months and years.  
Children–and maybe some people who are 
saddled with the arduous task of  catering to 
their whims–tend to relate every godforsaken 
day to its proximity to Christmas. I was very 
guilty of  doing this as a child. 
My Christmas lists started in February and 
grew and grew until mid-December, with 
continuous revision and reorganization in 
between. Santa, my parents, and any other 
adults who might care to know what 
commercials or store displays had most recently 
swayed me needed to know whether a karaoke 
machine or a copy of  Super Smash Bros. Melee 
was a higher priority on my list, so it was my 
job to keep them abreast of  any developments. 
I was raised without religion, but I had enough 
awareness of  Christianity to gather that if  I 
closed my eyes, clasped my hands together, and 
made a wish, a man I couldn’t see would hear 
me and grant my wish. Evidently I had not 
heard or had ignored the message of  eternal 
salvation, because I thought the man upstairs 
was Santa Claus. My red-suited savior was the 
sounding board for all of  my dreams and 
desires. 
“Santa, please help me become a famous singer.”  
“Please give us a snow day, Santa.”
“I wish the library had more Dear America books. 
Can you get them for me, Santa?”
And so I had plenty of  one-sided conversations 
with Santa, with the idea in mind that he saw 
me when I was sleeping, knew when I was 
awake, knew if  I’d been bad or good – but 
rather than looking for an excuse to save a few 
bucks by giving me coal, I believed that he 
loved me and rejoiced in my good deeds and 
lamented over (but forgave) my bad deeds. My 
Christmas lists were of  course a more formal 
affair than my wish-prayers. I imagined he read 
them with the air of  someone receiving a letter 
from an old friend, smiling at a particularly 
well-composed section of  my list, perhaps 
calling a few elves over to look. “Hey, it’s from 
[AUTHOR] in Tennessee!” Yes, despite being 
a bubble-headed imp, I was at the very least 
aware that there were other children on Santa’s 
radar.
The best Christmas was when I was seven years 
old. My heart was set on getting a Felicity doll. 
For those of  you who did not spend your 
childhoods perusing American Girl catalogs, 
Felicity is a doll who is the star of  several books 
written to engage children in the history of  
colonial America (and encourage them to ask 
for hundreds of  dollars’ worth of  doll clothing, 
furniture, and accessories. To their credit, my 
parents did not fall for this.).
On Christmas morning, I was thrilled to see her 
in a box in front of  the fireplace. (Presents that 
were unwrapped, such as Felicity, were from 
Santa Claus, while wrapped presents were from 
family.) I hugged her and carried her with me 
all day. Most of  the time after that, she sat on 
my window seat.
I’m twenty years old now, and she never crosses 
my mind except on the rare occasions when I 
see her in the hard-to-reach depths of  my 
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clockwork, I think of  her and bring her down-
stairs to sit beside me while I celebrate 
Christmas with my family. I’m not sure why I 
do it. Habit? Sentimentality? A commitment to 
tradition? I try to play it off  as a casual thing. 
“Yup, I’ll be right down, just gotta grab 
Felicity.”
❆❆❆
Deck the Halls with Disillusion
Being an only child, I had no mean brother or 
sister to crush my spirit. Instead I had to ask my 
parents to do it for me. I had actually heard the 
truth before – many times, in fact, from other 
kids and even a substitute teacher. Stubborn as I 
was, I refused to believe it until I damn well 
pleased. One day I must have decided that I 
was ready, because I went to ask my parents for 
the scoop.
That’s how I found myself  learning at the ripe 
old age of  ten that there was no such thing as 
Santa Claus. 
“You mean you guys bought me everything that 
I’ve ever gotten for Christmas?”
“Yup, besides your gifts from the rest of  the family 
and your friends.”
“The GameCube and the karaoke machine and 
Felicity? You guys bought me all that stuff ?”
“We sure did.”
“Wow. That must have cost you guys a lot of  
money. Thank you so much!”
“You’re welcome, honey. I’m sorry. I wish he were 
real, too.”
“That’s okay. Thanks for telling me. So who ate all 
the Christmas cookies?”
“Dad. Sometimes the dogs helped. Buddy really 
likes the chocolate chip ones.”
I chuckled. “Oh. Who wrote the notes that he 
left?”
“I did that. I tried to change it a little so you 
wouldn’t notice.”
“I-I remember thinking his handwriting looked like 
yours but not quite the same and how cool that 
was. I should have known. But I really believed. I 
really, really believed.”
“You did! I’m so glad. You were lucky to have so 
many years where you still believed. It’s made it so 
special.”
Humiliation would be a natural reaction to 
having something so significant and, frankly, 
obvious revealed at such a late stage of  
childhood. I was – am – a little humiliated by it. 
It gave me a minor epiphany. In the most 
extreme case of  irony imaginable, I had never 
understood how other kids could believe in God 
without any tangible evidence. It seemed like a 
pleasant illusion, sure, but what were the 
chances of  it being real? They believed in God 
because their parents told them He was real; I 
believed in Santa because my parents told me 
he was real. All of  this dawned on me when I 
learned the truth about Santa Claus. It didn’t 
make me believe in God any more or less, but I 
was glad to have a little more understanding of  
other people.
On the other hand, I could have figured that 
out another way. What would have been better 
was to enjoy some Christmas cookies that didn’t 
taste like bitter disappointment. The first 
Christmas after I became initiated was very 
disenchanting. Of  course, I quickly learned to 
cope, but a small part of  me can’t help but wish 
I never learned the truth. Hiding it from me 
could have been a grand conspiracy. My 
parents could have planned on telling my future 
husband to just hide it from me as he hid it 
from our children. A foolproof  plan.
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❆❆❆
I’ll Be Dead By Christmas (If  Only in My 
Dreams)
One night about a week before Christmas in 
2014, my parents and I were riding through my 
small hometown, sitting in the backseat of  my 
parents’ car as we viewed Christmas lights. 
Seeing all the beautiful shimmering colors and 
the kitschy snowmen and reindeer as Christmas 
CDs played through the stereo has always been 
one of  my favorite traditions. My dad had to 
get as drunk as the proverbial skunk to endure 
any holiday songs, but otherwise we painted a 
rather idyllic picture. 
What was less idyllic was the intense nausea 
that set in halfway through our outing that 
night. Not wanting myself  or anyone else to 
miss the lights, I powered through. I assumed it 
was carsickness, though I had rarely 
experienced it before. About ten minutes after 
we arrived back home, I was puking my guts 
out. This marked the beginning of  my first 
(thankfully only, knock on wood) experience 
with the flu. After that I became a near-
permanent fixture on the couch. My entire 
body ached; I had fever and chills. I was dizzy 
and threw up constantly.  
I’ve always been called an easygoing person. I 
see the glass as half  full – even halfway to 
overflowing – and have been told I can be 
gratingly positive. None of  these qualities was 
visible in me at that point. I relished the 
moments when someone would ask how I was 
doing so I could bitch and moan about my 
plight. (Surprisingly, they continued to inquire 
about me. I guess that’s love.) Sure, I knew it 
wasn’t the end of  the world (although part of  
me wanted it to be), but I was bored and pissed 
about being bedridden. It was more of  a sport 
to entertain me in idleness than anything else.
Soon, however, someone else’s pain distracted 
me from my own. The health of  my dog, CJ, 
seemed to be waning. This was not exactly a 
surprise; the Maltipoo (Maltese/Poodle, for 
those who are uninitiated in the ways of  mini 
mutts) was roughly eighteen years old and had 
been through a lot, including being abused by 
her original owners and being inadvertently run 
over by my dad’s car two years prior (the day 
after Christmas, no less). She was sleeping more 
and having trouble getting up. These problems 
had come and gone for the past few years, so I 
tried not to worry too much. Sometimes she 
was weak one day and the next day she was 
twirling in circles and wagging her tail. But 
whether or not this was the end, she was clearly 
suffering.
The only thing besides a full bladder that could 
consistently get me out of  bed was CJ. I would 
pry myself  off  the couch and stagger into her 
room to rub her back, kiss her head, and tell 
her that I loved her. Though I hadn’t been to 
church in a while, I prayed for her, this time 
sending my prayers to heaven instead of  the 
North Pole.
She got worse. Finally, she couldn’t eat and 
wasn’t going to the bathroom. For the first time, 
she was crying out in pain. Her big brown eyes 
had even grown dull. We knew it was our duty 
as her guardians to end her pain. On the 
morning of  Christmas Eve, my mom and I 
woke up early to take her to the vet’s office as 
soon as it opened. We picked her up and 
wrapped her in a blanket; I held her swaddled 
form as my mom drove us to the place that 
makes dogs tremble. CJ felt too light in my 
arms and she couldn’t stop whimpering. I 
stroked her fur as Mom and I said soothing 
things to her.
After what seemed like a long ride but in reality 
took about fifteen minutes, we arrived at the 
vet’s office. We checked in with the receptionist 
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and, as unpracticed as I had become in the arts 
of  standing and walking, I had to pass CJ off  to 
my mom and find a seat in the waiting area. It 
was a modern and attractive building with lots 
of  light shining in from large windows. I’m 
surprised that I remember, because our minds 
were occupied with comforting her through her 
cries. I also remember that two or three dogs 
entered while we waited. They were much 
younger than CJ and full of  life. Seeing them 
made me smile through my tears even as the 
sight filled me with a strange jealousy.
Mom asked, “Do you want to wait out here or 
would you rather come with me and see it 
happen?”
I took a deep breath. “I want to see it. I think it 
would make me feel better. Well, a little better.”
“All right, I think that’s a good idea. I bet it’ll 
help.”
“CJ?” An employee was calling out the next 
patient’s name. It was our turn. We got up, CJ 
still wrapped in a blanket in my mom’s arms.
It was almost impossible to believe that we were 
about to lose her, though the last thing we 
wanted was for her to suffer any longer. I was 
eighteen then, just like she was, and she had 
been in our family since I was four. I could 
scarcely remember a time without her. 
We entered a small room and the woman 
assisting the vet told us she was sorry. After 
examining CJ and administering some pain 
medication, she left us alone to say goodbye to 
our dog. 
Somehow my mom managed to hold back tears 
while I was a sobbing mess. We both kissed her 
and petted her and declared our love for her. 
The gist of  what we said was:
“We love you, CJ. You’re the sweetest girl in the 
world. You’ll be in a happy place soon where you 
can run and play again. We’ll miss you more than 
anything, but it’s all going to be okay for you 
soon.”
I had finally gained some semblance of  
composure when the vet and her assistant 
entered. They were very kind to all three of  us, 
petting CJ before the vet told us she was ready. 
Two of  my dogs before CJ had been put to 
sleep, but I had never witnessed the process. I 
hoped that it would provide the quick and 
peaceful parting I imagined.
The vet inserted a needle into CJ’s arm. 
Without a sound, she closed her eyes. 
“She’s gone,” the vet said gently.
My heart lurched at such a terrible thought as I 
released a breath I hadn’t noticed I was holding. 
I had just watched her die, and somehow, 
mingled with my heartbreak and disbelief  was 
relief. Her pain was finally over. I had never 
seen a creature look so serene. I had the 
possibly insane thought that it was a beautiful 
sight – terrible, but still beautiful.
Needless to say, I didn’t have a very merry 
Christmas. I returned to the couch, adding “I 
miss CJ” to my list of  things to whine about. 
This particular complaint was shared by my 
parents, which is probably why they decided not 
to murder me for it.
It was so much like a dark joke that I had to 
chuckle. I had dragged myself  out of  the house 
for the first time in days to go put my dog down 
on Christmas Eve. Ever since then, if  anyone in 
my family gets stressed around the holidays or 
laments their inability to find the Christmas 
spirit, he or she is met with a wry, “Well, at least 
we didn’t have to put our dog down on 
Christmas Eve.”
❆❆❆
I still love Christmas. 
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